What Is Philosophy?
» o

MonN s :
ROE C. BEARDSLEY AND EL1ZzABETH LANE BEARDSLEY

The study of philosoph

Y is unlike the study of any other subject. No dates,
formulas,

l . or rules need be memorized. No field work is necessary, and no techni-
cal equipment required. The only prerequisite is an inquiring mind.

About what do philosophers inquire? The word philosophy is of Greek origin

and literally means “the love of wisdom.” But what sort of wisdom do philoso-
phers love?

The answer is provided in our first selection. Its authors are Elizabeth Lane
Beardsley (1914-1990), who taught at Lincoln University and then Temple

University, and her husband, Monroe C. Beardsley (1915-1985), who taught at
Swarthmore College and then Temple University.

While the best way to understand the nature of philosophical inquiry is to con-
sider some specific philosophical issues, an overview of the subject is helpful, and
that is what the Beardsleys provide.

Philosophical questions grow out of a kind of thinking that is familiar to all of
us: the thinking that we do when we ask ourselves whether something that we
believe is reasonable to believe. “Reasonable” has a broad, but definite, mean-
ing here: a reasonable belief is simply a belief for which a good reason can be
given. Reasonable beliefs are logically justifiable. It would seem that a belief that
is reasonable stands a better chance of being true than one that is not, so any-
one who is interested in the truth of his beliefs should be concerned about their
reasonableness.

All of us have known, long before we approached the systematic study of phi-
losophy, what it is like to want to make a belief reasonable, and also what it is like
not to care whether a belief is reasonable or not. We have all had the experience of
accepting beliefs without worrying about their logical justification, for we have all
been children. We absorbed the beliefs of our parents, or the opinions current in
our society or culture, without thinking about them very much or looking at them
with a critical eye. We may not even have been fully aware that we had them; we
may have acted on them without ever having put them into words. As long as our
own experience did not seem to conflict with those early beliefs, or those beliefs

From Philosophical Thinking: An Introduction, by Monroe C. Beardsley and Elizabeth L.
Beardsley. Copyright © 1965 by Harcourt, Inc.
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did not seem to clash with one another, it did not occur to us to question them or
to inquire into the reasons that could be given for them.

But a growing individual cannot grow for very long without sometimes won-
dering whether his most cherished beliefs have any foundation. This experience,
too, dates back to childhood. When, for example, a child notices that the Santa
Claus on the street corner is about as tall as his father, while the one in the depart-
ment store is a good deal taller, and is moved to ask questions about Santa’s location
and stature, he is looking critically at a belief and inquiring into its reasons.

As we emerge from childhood, we continue to have experiences of this kind
and to acquire further beliefs. Some beliefs we go on accepting without checking
up on their reasonableness; other beliefs we do question, some of them very seri-
ously. But two things happen to many of us. First, the questioned beliefs increase
in proportion to the unquestioned beliefs. And second, the questioning process,
once begun, is carried on for longer and longer times before it is allowed to end.
The child who is told that the department store Santa is “really” Santa Claus, while
those in the street are merely trusted helpers, may be satisfied for a time, but at
some later stage he will probably ask himself what reason there is for believing this
to be true, especially if he compares notes with his cousin from another city, who
has been provided with a different candidate for the “real Santa Claus.” The junior
high school student who has been told he should accept what his science teacher
says because the latter knows his subject may wonder why the teacher is judged
to be a qualified authority in this field. If provided with satisfactory assurances,
he will call a halt to his questioning process at that stage; but later on, perhaps in
college, he may be moved to ask why we should ever accept anything told us by
“authorities,” no matter how well qualified. Should we not rely entirely on our own
firsthand experience? Is anything else really knowledge?

The search for good reasons for our beliefs, and for good reasons for the rea-
sons, can be carried as far as we wish. If it is carried far enough, the searcher finds
himself confronted by questions of a peculiar kind: the questions of philosophy.
Among these questions you will find some that you have already thought about,
as well as others that will be unfamiliar to you. Many of them, however, originally
came to be asked because someone undertook a critical examination of his ordi-

nary beliefs.

PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS

As our first example, let us trace the origin of a few philosophical questions that
arise out of the moral aspects of life. People sometimes say, “He ought to be put
in jail for that” Sometimes this is only an exclamation of anger at some instance
of meanness or brutality; sometimes it leads to action, however, for juries do put
people in jail because (if the jurors are conscientious) they believe that this pun-
ishment is just. Suppose you hear a friend remark, about the recent conviction of
someone who has violated the law—a holdup man, a venal judge, an industrialist
who has conspired to fix prices, a civil rights demonstrator who has blocked a
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construction site— - .
site—that the jail sentence is deserved. After you hear all the relevant

::;a:il Sh}t,o:nrgi: gtr ebe with him. But €ven so, you might still wonder whether you
- O D€cause you plan to do anything about the case, but merely

because you would like to b
; € sure you are right— : h
more searching, questions. 9 ght—you may begin to ask further,

Why does the man deserve to be se
of course. Yes, but why should he be se
to disobey the laws of the state is wron
don't even know, perhaps peo
law against, let us say,
obligate you to obey

nt to jail? Because he committed a crime,
nt to jail for committing a crime? Because
g- But why? Just because certain people you
>k ple who died years before you were born, passed a
Spitting in the subway or disorderly conduct, how does that
: ) the law? This line of questioning, as we can foresee, will, if
carried far, le.ad Into some perplexing questions about the moral basis of the law,
the tests of rlght and wrong, the purposes of government and society. For exam-
plc?, we may discover that in approving the jail sentence we are assuming that the
existence of a government is so important to maintain that governments have the
right, under certain conditions, to deprive any citizen of his liberties. This assump-
tion is a philosophical belief. And when we ask whether or not it is true, we are
asking a philosophical question.

But consider how the questioning might turn into a different channel. Granted
that the act was illegal, there still remains the question whether the man should be
punished. Sometimes people do wrong things because they are feeble-minded or
mentally ill, and we do not regard them as punishable. Well, in this case, it might
be said, the man is responsible for his action. Why responsible? Because he was
free when he committed it—free to commit the act or to refrain from committing
it. He had, some would say, free will. Indeed, all men have free will—though they
do not always exercise it. Then what reason is there to believe that this, in turn, is
true? How do we know there is such a thing as free will? Again, we seem to have
uncovered an underlying belief that lies deeper than the lawyer’s or the juror’s
immediate problems, something they do not themselves discuss, but (according
to one theory) take for granted. We have reached another belief that can be called
philosophical, and exposed another philosophical question: do human beings
have free will?

Let us see what it is about these questions that makes them philosophical. One
of the first things that might be noticed about them is that they are highly gen.eral.
One question is more general than another if it is about a broader class of things:
about brown cows rather than about Farmer Jones’s brown cow Bessie, or about
cows rather than about brown cows, or about animals rather than about cows. A
question about everything there is would l?e the most ge:neral of all—we :shall be
trying in due course to answer such questions. Most philosophical qlfestxo?ns are
highly general: Are all right actions those that promote human happmess.. Is all
knowledge based on sense experience? Or—'—to recall t}.l(?se that turned up in our
example—do all human beings have free will? .DO .all cm.zens owe certain o.bhga-
ho specialize in subjects other than philoso-
particular things or events, such as individual crimes or

tions to their governments? Those W
phy may be interested in




criminals. Or they may be interested in things or events of certain limited kinds,
such as the psychological or sociological causes of crime. The philosopher goes
into action when questions are raised about much larger classes, such as the class
of human beings or of knowledge. Those who limit their investigations are entirely
justified in doing so, for human knowledge could scarcely develop otherwige,
Courts would never get their work done if every judge felt called upon to so]ye
wide-ranging questions about guilt and responsibility before he could get down to
the business of trying a particular case. But somebody, sometime, must ask those
broad questions and try to answer them. That is the job of the philosopher.

Some questions count as philosophical because of a second, and even more
important, quality: they are highly fundamental. The beliefs that a particular
person has at a particular time constitute a more or less orderly system, depend-
ing on the extent to which they are logically interconnected, some being reasons
for others, some of the others being in turn reasons for still others, etc. When
you are pressed for your reason for predicting rain, if you reply that you observe
dark clouds, then in your thinking at that time the second belief is more funda-
mental than the first. Of course a belief that is very fundamental in one person’s
thinking may not be at all fundamental in another’s; that is one reason why each
person comes at philosophy a little differently from everyone else. But there are
some beliefs that are pretty sure to be fundamental in the thinking of anyone
who holds them at all, and it is these that we have in mind when we speak of
fundamental beliefs and fundamental questions without mentioning any partic-
ular believer.

When one belief supports another, but is not itself supported by it, it is logi-
cally more fundamental; there is more to it, so to speak, and therefore, in princi-
ple at least, it is capable of supporting a wider range of other beliefs. Thus, of two
beliefs, the more fundamental one is probably the one that underlies and sup-
ports more of your other beliefs. If you should discover that you were mistaken
about a particular fact, you would probably not have to revise many of your other
beliefs to accommodate this change. But, for example, a belief in the immortality
of the soul may be tied up with many other beliefs about morality, religion, edu-
cation, and science. A highly fundamental question is a question about the truth
of a highly fundamental belief. And such questions are philosophical ones. The
more general a question is, the more fundamental it is likely to be, because it will

range over a larger area. But this is not necessarily true. For example, the ques-
tion, “Are all men selfish?” and the question, “Do all men wear shoes?” are equally
general, since they are about all men; but they are not equally fundamental, since
the former has important consequences for our beliefs about the nature of mor al
obligation (which includes a host of beliefs about particular obligations), while
little seems to depend upon the latter. On the other hand, the philosophical ques-
tion, “Does God exist?” does not seem to be general at all, for it is about a single
being. Nevertheless, this question is fundamental for many people, since many
other beliefs about human beings and the physical universe may depend upon th¢
answer to it—and some of these beliefs are themselves highly general.
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We do not know how to set up any rules telling exactly how general or how

’ fundamental a question must be in order for it to be considered a philosophical
one. Philosophers themselves might not all agree on the proper classification of

every question you can think of. But if the demand for good reasons is pressed,

beginning with any belief, it will gradually pass beyond the scope of various spe-

cial fields of knowledge and investigation, and at some point it will bring to light

a question that many philosophers would be interested in, and would recognize—

perhaps with joy, and perhaps, if it is a very tough one, with uneasiness—as their
very own.

PHILOSOPHICAL EXAMINATION

Any thinking that concerns the truth of a philosophical belief is philosophical
thinking. It may take the form of accepting a belief as true and investigating its
logical connections with other beliefs; this may be called exploring the belief. Or it
may take the form of questioning the belief and attempting to determine whether
it is based on good reasons; this may be called examining the belief. Professional
philosophers are those who have made philosophical thinking their vocation; but
they have no monopoly on that activity. It is pursued by specialists in other fields—
by scientists, historians, literary critics—whenever they inquire into the funda-
mental questions about their own disciplines. And it is pursued by all intelligent
human beings who want to understand themselves and their world. Professional
philosophers who genuinely respect their subject do not erect “No Trespassing”
signs around philosophical questions.

In order to illustrate a little more fully what is involved in the process of exam-
ining a belief philosophically, let us take an example from history—let us begin
with the belief that such-and-such a culture flourished hundreds of years before
the Christian era in Central Africa or Nigeria. When the historian tells us this,
we believe him. But if we have some intellectual curiosity, we might wonder how
he knows it. Since the culture had no written language, he cannot rely on docu-
ments. And since their thatched houses and all the organic materials they once
used in their daily life (wood, hide, cloth) would long ago have disintegrated in
the tropical climate, the African historian has less to go on than his colleagues in
other areas.' The usual methods developed by archaeologists are seldom available
to him. It is hard to find organic materials on which to use the carbon-14 dating
method (based on the constant rate of decay of this isotope in living organisms),
though some artifacts have been dated in this way. Because of the rapid decay of
dead wood and the eccentricities of seasonal growth, he cannot make much use
of dendrochronology (dating by tree rings). But suppose the historian answers
our challenge by using another method, thermoluminescence. In pottery there
are uranium impurities that radiate naturally, but this radiation is trapped until
the pottery is heated to a very high temperature. When the radiation rate for a
particular substance is known, it is possible to determine how long ago the pottery
was baked by measuring the amount of radiation built up in it.
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Now we began with a question asked by the historian, “Wh‘f“ did ‘bis culture
flourish?” and the historian gave his answer. But when we a‘sk .hlm for his rFaSOns
he appeals to principles of physics: for example, Fhat“the radiation rlz(xte of th?s limd
of pottery is always such-and-such. If we ask him, .HOW do o : now this? .he
will, of course, conduct us to the physicist and advise us to direct our question
to him—he is the expert on radiation. Suppose we do so. Presul?labl)’ the phys-
icist's answer will be something of this sort: “We have tested various samples in
our laboratory under controlled conditions, and found that the radiation rate jg
constant” Now, “constant” here means that it holds not only for last week’s labo-
ratory samples, but for the same substance a thousand years ago and a thousand
years hence.

Our historical curiosity is satisfied, and we would ordinarily be content to
accept the physicist’s conclusion, too. But, however irritating it may be, let us con-
tinue to press our question ruthlessly. “Why do you say,” we ask the physicist, “that
just because the radiation rate was constant all last week, it must have been the
same thousands of years ago?” At first he may not quite know what we are after.
“Well,” he might say, hoping to appease us, “my experiments have shown that the
radiation rate is independent of various environmental conditions, such as mois-

ture, and I have reason to believe that the relevant conditions were the same in the
past as they are now.” If we are astute as well as doggedly persistent, we can point
out something to him in return: “But you seem to be assuming a general propo-
sition that whenever the same conditions exist, the same effects will occur—Like
causes, like effects, or something of the sort”

Granted that if this general principle holds true, the physicist’s particular law
about the constancy of radiation rate can be justified—but again we can ask, “How
do we know that like causes produce like effects? How do we know that an event
always has certain relevant causal conditions, and that whenever these conditions
recur, the effect must recur, too?” Now we have left the physicist behind, too,
and crossed over into the mysterious territory of philosophy. For we have asked
a highly general question—since it is about all events, without exception, includ-
ing everything that has happened or ever will happen. And it seems to be a highly

fundamental question, since the assumption that every event has a cause, if it is
true, must underlie an enormous number of other beliefs
>

physics but in the common affairs of ordinary life,

Indeed, at this point we seem to have left everyone behind but the philoso-
pher. And that is one of the peculiarities of this sub

ect. ras
President, he had a sign over his desk that said, “Th)e Etucvl:, ?t:;):l 1?22 T';rlr:;;:‘;;z
opher does his intellectual work under a similar sign, for there is no ;)ne to whom
he can pass on a question with the plea that it is too general or too fundamental
for him to deal with. The philosopher—and with him an one else who is doing
philosophical thinking—stands at the end of the ; o

line.
Here are two more samples of thinking t S e : i
belief but lead gradually but 8 that begin with a nonphilosophic2

of brief dialogues. directly into philosophy. We present them in the form

not only in history and




What Is Philosophy? 9

Dialogue I

You ought to have written to your parents last Sunday.

Why?

Because you promised you would write every Sunday.

I know I did, but I've been awfully busy. Why was it so important to keep

my promise?

: Not just that promise—any promise. It’s wrong ever to break a promise.

B: Well, I used to think that, but now I'm not sure. What makes you think it’s
always wrong to break promises?

A: My reason is simply that most people in our society disapprove of it. You
know perfectly well that they do.

B: Of course I know that most people in our society disapprove of breaking

promises, but does that prove it really is always wrong to do it? The major-

ity opinion in our society could be mistaken, couldn't it? I don’t see why

it should be taken for granted that what most Americans think is wrong

and what really is wrong should always coincide. What's the connection
between the two?

e =25

>

Dialogue II

A: In my paper for political science I had to define “democracy” “Democ-
racy” means “government by the people collectively.

B: What made you choose that definition?

A: Tlooked up the word in the dictionary, of course.

B: How do you know your dictionary is right? My dictionary doesn’t always
give the same definitions as yours.

A: Oh, but mine is larger and more recent, so it'’s bound to be more reliable.

B: Yes, but language is constantly changing, and words like “democracy” are
used in lots of different ways. I think one shouldn’t feel bound by any dic-
tionary definition. Every writer should feel free to define any word as he
wishes.

A: But that would be chaotic. Besides, you wouldn't really have definitions at
all, in that case.

B: Why wouldn’t you have definitions? There’s no such thing as the “one true
meaning” of a word, is there? Words mean whatever people make them
mean, so why shouldn’t I select my own meanings and put them in defini-
tions of my own?

Very different topics are discussed in these brief conversations; but they fol-
low a similar pattern. In each case, speaker A makes an opening remark of a fairly
specific sort, speaker B asks A to give a good reason for his opening statement,
and A does provide what, on the level of ordinary common-sense thinking, would
be regarded as a satisfactory reason. Many conversations would end at this stage;
but B is disposed to probe more deeply, to uncover the assumptions underlying A’s
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reasons, and to ask whether these more basic assumptions, in turn, are reasonable,
Notice how the beliefs being questioned become more general and more funda.
mental as the questioning goes on. In each of the little dialogues, B pushes A over
the brink into philosophy. At the end of each, he raises a question concerning the
truth of a philosophical belief—and there the matter is left, for the time being,
But you may not be content to leave it at that. If you feel some frustratiop,
or impatience with the way A and B are arguing, you are on the verge of doing
some philosophical thinking yourself. Wouldn't you like to ask B some searchin
questions—for example, about the way in which he is using some of his key words?
This would all be a lot clearer, you may have said to yourself while you were read-
ing Dialogue 1, if we were sure just what the word “wrong” means here. Maybe
it means simply “disapproved by a majority of people in one’s own society” In
that case, what happens to B’s final question? Isn't he confused? But does “wrong”
mean only this? And take the term “free will,” which was used in one of the other
examples of philosophical thinking discussed above. How can we decide whether
it is reasonable to believe that human beings have this mysterious thing without
saying precisely what it is?
Ifyou have been thinking for yourself along these lines, or (even if you haven’t)
if you can now see the sense in raising these questions about the meaning of key
words, you will be able to sympathize with a good deal of what contemporary
philosophers have been doing. Philosophers at all periods have been concerned to
analyze the meaning of basic philosophical terms, but this task has received more
attention from twentieth-century philosophers—or from many of them, at least—
than ever before. By “key words” in philosophy we mean simply those words that
are used in statements of beliefs that are highly general and fundamental, and
in questions about these beliefs. A question about the meaning of such a word,
such as the question, “What does ‘cause’ mean?” is itself highly fundamental, since
the notion of causality plays a pervasive part in our thinking, and much might
depend upon being clear about it. And we can see how it is that questions about
the meaning of particular terms have led philosophers very naturally to still more
fundamental questions about meaning itself, along with other basic characteristics
of language. This further stage of interest in language is displayed in Dialogue II,
in which speaker B is not content to accept A’s remarks about the definition of the
word “democracy” without questioning his assumptions about the very process of
definition itself. Here B reveals a conviction (which we all can share) that we ought
to be as clear as possible about the words in which we express our beliefs.

Increased clearness in your own beliefs is, then, one of the three chief ben-
efits you can derive from a study of philosophy—if, as we hope, you are not con-
tent merely to learn about the theories and arguments of the great philosophers
(interesting and valuable as that is), but will make this study an active exercise in
philosophical thinking.

The second benefit, partly dependent on the first, is increased assurance that
your beliefs are reasonable. A belief whose reasons have been examined deeply
enough to reach the level of philosophical questioning rests on a firmer foundation
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than one that has been examined less thoroughly. This does not mean that every-
one should become a professional philosopher (though we cannot help hoping
that some readers of this book will ultimately make that choice). Admittedly, the
philosopher’s desire to base his beliefs on good reasons is unusually persistent and
intense: the philosopher would not only rather be right than President—he would
rather be right than anything. But all of us who want assurance that our beliefs
are well grounded should do some philosophical thinking about some of them, at
least, in order to secure the firmest possible grounds.

The third benefit which the study of philosophy can confer upon our beliefs is

increased consistency. For philosophical thinking forces each of us to see whether
his fundamental beliefs in different areas of experience form a logically coherent
whole. We have already encountered . .. a pair of philosophical beliefs that seem
in danger of clashing head-on in a contradiction. You will recall how we found
that the philosophical examination of a belief about an African culture seemed to
uncover an underlying assumption that every event happens under such condi-
tions that when they are repeated, the same sort of event must happen again—in
other words, that every event happens in accordance with a law of nature. And
when we examined the assumptions underlying punishment we found that these
seem to include the assumption that human beings have free will. To have free will
is to be able to act in two different ways under precisely the same conditions. But if
it is ever true that a man could have acted differently under the same conditions—
ie. that the conditions did not completely determine his action—then here is
one event (namely the action) that did not happen in accordance with any law of
nature. Perhaps further examination would clear things up; but it looks as if we
have here a contradiction in beliefs. Philosophical thinking has diagnosed it, and
further philosophical thinking is the only thing that will provide a cure.

The three values we have cited—clarity, reasonableness, and consistency—are
basic intellectual values. But perhaps you are saying to yourself something like
this: “I can see that studying philosophy may help me improve my beliefs, but,
after all, there is more to life than thinking and believing. What I most want from
my education is to improve my actions. How can philosophical thinking help me

to live better?”

Part of our answer here is that we must beware of drawing too sharp a line
between beliefs and actions. Our beliefs—including philosophical beliefs—have
a considerable influence on our actions. This influence can be seen most directly
in one area of philosophy, where we are concerned with questions of value, but
answers to some other basic philosophical questions may also possess some power
to affect, however indirectly, the way we live. Although knowledge may be valu-
able for its own sake, as well as for its practical consequences, it is not wrong to
expect philosophy to have its effects. It would be wrong, however, to ask every
philosophical belief to show a direct and simple connection with human action.
Perhaps the growing appreciation of the importance of basic research in science
may foster an appreciation of the quest for answers to other highly fundamental
questions, without insistence on immediate practical results.




12 PART 1 « INTRODUCTION

In saying that beliefs influence actions, we do not mean to lose slllght of the
effect of emotions on human conduct. Temporary emotions, a;(s we bas more
enduring emotional attitudes, are often powerful ‘?“OUgh.tolm}? 1-118 ehave in
ways counter to what we believe intellectually. Philosophical thinking can do a
great deal to clarify and harmonize our beliefs at all levels, and to strfengthen their
foundations. But the philosopher is no substitute for the psychlaFnst, or for the
parents and teachers of our early years who help create our e.mo.tlonal make-'up.
Yet many philosophers have claimed that the experience of thinking a?out philo-
sophical questions can affect our emotional attitudes as well as our beliefs.

When we detach our minds from immediate practical matters and from the
limited boundaries of particular fields of specialization, we experience a kind of
release from petty and provincial concerns. The experience of thinking as human
beings who are trying to understand themselves and their universe may produce a
serenity and breadth of mind that can in time become enduring attitudes.

NOTE

. For this example, and the details concerning it, we are indebted to Harrison M. Wright,

“Tropical Africa: The Historian’s Dilemma. Swarthmore Alumni Magazine (October,
1963).

STUDY QUESTIONS

- According to the Beardsleys, what is a philosophical question?

Construct a brief dialogue of your own, like Dialogues I and II, that illustrates
how a philosophical issue can arise in the course of an ord
3. According to the Beardsleys,

from the study of philosophy?

Present an example of a philosophical belief that has influenced action.

inary conversation.
what are the three chief benefits to be derived




